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This	  lesson	  plan	  is	  to	  accompany	  the	  American	  Stories	  series	  episode,	  
Occurrence	  at	  Owl	  Creek	  Bridge	  by	  Ambrose	  Bierce.	  

A	  transcript	  of	  the	  story	  is	  included	  at	  the	  end	  of	  this	  lesson	  to	  print	  so	  
students	  can	  read	  as	  they	  listen.	  Teachers	  who	  cannot	  play	  the	  audio	  from	  the	  
website	  can	  read	  the	  story	  aloud	  or	  have	  students	  read	  it.	  

This	  lesson	  plan	  is	  based	  on	  the	  CALLA	  Approach.	  See	  the	  end	  of	  the	  lesson	  for	  
more	  informa=on	  and	  resources	  on	  teaching	  with	  the	  CALLA	  approach.	  The	  
following	  slide	  shows	  the	  five	  parts	  of	  this	  lesson	  plan.	  

Introduc5on	  



Lesson	  Elements	  

Prepare	  
Present	  
Prac5ce	  

Self-‐Evaluate	  
Expand	  



Teach	  vocabulary	  and	  new	  concepts	  

Prepare	  

Introduce	  the	  story.	  “Today	  we	  will	  read	  An	  Occurrence	  at	  Owl	  Creek	  
Bridge,	  a	  story	  about	  a	  man	  in	  a	  dangerous	  situa=on.	  When	  you	  are	  in	  
danger,	  what	  do	  you	  think	  about?	  

Listen	  to	  students’	  comments	  about	  thoughts	  that	  come	  to	  mind	  
when	  they	  are	  in	  danger.	  Give	  an	  example	  if	  necessary:	  ‘I	  think	  about	  
my	  family	  or	  my	  loved	  ones	  when	  I	  am	  in	  danger.’	  Teach	  the	  
vocabulary	  for	  the	  story.	  



Vocabulary	  
swi@	  -‐	  adj.	  moving	  or	  able	  to	  move	  very	  fast	  

scream	  -‐	  n.	  a	  loud	  and	  high	  cry	  or	  sound�	  

cannon	  -‐	  n.	  a	  large	  gun	  that	  shoots	  heavy	  metal	  or	  stone	  balls;	  once	  a	  
common	  military	  weapon	  

whirlpool	  -‐	  n.	  an	  area	  of	  water	  in	  a	  river,	  stream,	  etc.,	  that	  moves	  very	  fast	  
in	  a	  circle�	  



Present	  

Introduce	  the	  task	  to	  students:	  “As	  we	  read	  the	  story	  today,	  we	  will	  
summarize	  to	  help	  us	  understand	  the	  story.	  Summarizing	  is	  puMng	  
the	  story	  into	  our	  own	  words.	  Just	  the	  main	  points,	  not	  all	  the	  details.	  
Let’s	  read	  the	  beginning.	  Make	  notes	  as	  you	  listen.	  What	  is	  happening	  
at	  this	  point	  of	  the	  story?	  

Play	  or	  read	  the	  introduc=on	  and	  beginning	  of	  the	  story	  aloud	  to	  
‘But	  the	  sounds	  he	  heard	  were	  just	  those	  of	  the	  river	  running	  
swiSly	  under	  the	  bridge.’	  

	  

Explain	  the	  task	  and	  model	  the	  learning	  strategy	  



Model	  the	  strategy:	  “I’m	  going	  to	  summarize:	  The	  introduc=on	  to	  this	  
story	  gives	  us	  some	  background.	  We	  find	  out	  the	  story	  happens	  
during	  the	  American	  Civil	  War.	  The	  main	  character	  in	  this	  story	  is	  a	  
prisoner.	  He	  tried	  to	  stop	  troops	  from	  going	  over	  the	  bridge.	  Now	  the	  
Union	  Army	  soldiers	  are	  going	  to	  hang	  him.	  He	  is	  thinking	  about	  his	  
family.	  Remember	  how	  we	  talked	  about	  the	  things	  you	  might	  think	  
about	  when	  you	  are	  in	  danger?	  Here’s	  an	  example.	  Let’s	  read	  some	  
more	  –	  and	  get	  ready	  to	  summarize	  the	  next	  part	  yourself.”	  

Play	  or	  read	  aloud	  to	  ‘Then	  he	  dropped	  him	  through	  a	  hole	  in	  the	  
bridge.’	  	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

Explain	  the	  task	  and	  model	  the	  learning	  strategy	  



Tell	  students,	  Now	  it’s	  your	  turn.	  Sit	  with	  a	  partner.	  Summarize	  what	  
has	  happened	  in	  the	  story	  so	  far.”	  Ask	  one	  or	  two	  students	  to	  share	  
their	  summaries	  aSer	  they	  have	  told	  them	  to	  a	  partner.	  Instruct	  them	  
to	  stay	  together	  and	  listen	  to	  another	  part	  of	  the	  story.	  “Remember,	  
you	  only	  need	  to	  tell	  the	  key	  points	  of	  the	  story	  when	  you	  
summarize.”	  

Play	  or	  read	  aloud	  to	  ‘But	  his	  hands	  reached	  the	  rope	  on	  his	  neck	  
and	  tore	  it	  off.’	  

Tell	  students,	  “Summarize	  this	  part	  for	  your	  partner.”	  

Give	  students	  =me	  to	  share	  their	  summaries.	  	  

	  

	  

	  	  
Allow	  students	  to	  prac=ce	  the	  strategy	  with	  the	  story	  

Prac5ce	  



Ask	  individual	  students	  to	  share	  their	  summaries.	  Then,	  ask	  students	  
to	  give	  their	  opinions:	  “What	  do	  you	  think	  is	  really	  happening	  to	  the	  
prisoner?”	  Give	  students	  =me	  to	  express	  their	  opinions.	  “Let’s	  read	  
more	  and	  find	  out	  what	  is	  really	  happening.”	  

Play	  or	  read	  aloud	  to	  ‘He	  saw	  one	  soldier	  shoo=ng	  at	  him.’	  	  

Once	  again,	  pause	  to	  ask	  students	  to	  summarize.	  Ask	  whether	  they	  
think	  the	  prisoner	  is	  imagining	  the	  ac=on.	  Give	  students	  =me	  to	  
discuss	  their	  opinions	  and	  summarize.	  

Following	  this	  discussion,	  play	  or	  read	  aloud	  to	  the	  end	  of	  the	  
story.	  

	  

Allow	  students	  to	  prac=ce	  the	  strategy	  with	  the	  story	  



Ask	  students	  to	  evaluate	  for	  themselves	  whether	  the	  strategy	  helped	  them	  

Self-‐Evaluate	  

Ask	  students	  to	  stay	  with	  their	  partner	  and	  talk	  about	  the	  ‘surprise’	  
ending.	  Point	  out	  that	  Bierce	  tells	  us	  early	  on	  in	  the	  story,	  “Then	  he	  
dropped	  him	  through	  a	  hole	  in	  the	  bridge.”	  

Con=nue,	  “Now	  I’d	  like	  to	  ask	  –	  what	  do	  you	  think	  about	  using	  this	  
strategy,	  summarize,	  when	  you	  read?	  Did	  it	  help	  you	  understand	  this	  
story?	  Write	  a	  sentence	  or	  two	  on	  your	  paper	  to	  turn	  in	  about	  how	  
summarizing	  helped	  you	  today.”	  



Expand	  

Ask	  students,	  “Are	  there	  other	  =mes	  when	  you	  can	  summarize?”	  

Listen	  to	  students’	  responses.	  

Con=nue,	  “This	  strategy	  is	  helpful	  in	  much	  of	  our	  school	  work.	  We	  
read	  and	  then	  summarize	  by	  wri=ng	  about	  what	  we	  read.	  In	  speaking,	  
we	  summarize	  our	  thoughts	  or	  experiences.	  Try	  using	  this	  strategy	  
tonight	  when	  you	  do	  your	  homework,	  or	  in	  your	  next	  class.	  Let	  me	  
know	  how	  it	  goes!”	  

Ask	  students	  use	  the	  strategy	  in	  other	  contexts	  



About	  the	  CALLA	  Approach	  
The	  Cogni=ve	  Academic	  Language	  Learning	  Approach	  (CALLA)is	  an	  instruc=onal	  model	  for	  second	  and	  
foreign	  language	  learners	  based	  on	  cogni=ve	  theory	  and	  research.	  

CALLA	  integrates	  instruc=on	  in	  priority	  topics	  from	  the	  content	  curriculum,	  development	  of	  the	  
language	  skills	  needed	  for	  learning	  in	  school,	  and	  explicit	  instruc=on	  in	  using	  learning	  strategies	  for	  
academic	  tasks.	  	  

	  
The	  goals	  of	  CALLA	  are	  for	  students	  to	  learn	  essen=al	  academic	  content	  and	  language	  and	  to	  become	  
independent	  and	  self-‐regulated	  learners	  through	  their	  increasing	  command	  over	  a	  variety	  of	  strategies	  
for	  learning	  in	  school.	  CALLA	  can	  be	  used	  in	  ESL,	  EFL,	  bilingual,	  foreign	  language,	  and	  general	  educa=on	  

classrooms.	  

	  

CALLA	  was	  developed	  by	  Anna	  Uhl	  Chamot	  and	  J.	  Michael	  O'Malley,	  and	  is	  being	  implemented	  in	  
approximately	  30	  school	  districts	  in	  the	  United	  States	  as	  well	  as	  in	  several	  other	  countries.	  
	  

See	  a	  list	  of	  language	  learning	  strategies	  below.	  
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Our	  story	  today	  is	  called,	  "An	  Occurrence	  at	  Owl	  Creek	  Bridge.	  "	  It	  was	  written	  by	  Ambrose	  
Bierce.	  

The	  occurrence,	  or	  event,	  in	  our	  story	  takes	  place	  during	  the	  Civil	  War	  of	  the	  eighteen	  sixties	  
between	  the	  American	  states	  of	  the	  north	  and	  the	  states	  of	  the	  south.	  A	  group	  of	  soldiers	  is	  
hanging	  a	  southern	  farm	  owner	  for	  trying	  to	  stop	  northern	  military	  movements	  across	  the	  Owl	  
Creek	  Bridge.	  

In	  the	  last	  moments	  of	  his	  life,	  the	  southern	  prisoner	  dreams	  he	  has	  escaped.	  And	  everything	  that	  
happens	  in	  the	  story	  is	  really	  the	  images	  in	  the	  prisoner's	  mind	  just	  before	  he	  dies.	  

Here	  is	  Shep	  O’Neal	  with	  our	  story.	  

A	  man	  stood	  on	  a	  railroad	  bridge	  in	  Alabama	  looking	  down	  into	  the	  swift	  waters	  of	  the	  Owl	  
Creek	  River	  below.	  The	  man's	  hands	  were	  tied	  behind	  his	  back.	  There	  was	  a	  rope	  around	  his	  
neck.	  The	  rope	  was	  tied	  to	  part	  of	  the	  bridge	  above	  him.	  Three	  soldiers	  of	  the	  northern	  army	  
stood	  near	  the	  prisoner,	  waiting	  for	  their	  captain's	  orders	  to	  hang	  him.	  
Everybody	  was	  ready.	  The	  prisoner	  stood	  quietly.	  His	  eyes	  were	  not	  covered.	  He	  looked	  down	  
and	  saw	  the	  water	  under	  the	  bridge.	  Now,	  he	  closed	  his	  eyes.	  

He	  wanted	  his	  last	  thoughts	  to	  be	  of	  his	  wife	  and	  children.	  But,	  as	  he	  tried	  to	  think	  of	  them,	  he	  
heard	  sounds	  -‐-‐	  again	  and	  again.	  The	  sounds	  were	  soft.	  But	  they	  got	  louder	  and	  louder	  and	  
started	  to	  hurt	  his	  ears.	  The	  pain	  was	  strong.	  He	  wanted	  to	  shout.	  But	  the	  sounds	  he	  heard	  
were	  just	  those	  of	  the	  river	  running	  swiftly	  under	  the	  bridge.	  

The	  prisoner	  quickly	  opened	  his	  eyes	  and	  looked	  at	  the	  water.	  "If	  I	  could	  only	  free	  my	  hands,"	  
he	  thought.	  "Then	  I	  could	  get	  the	  rope	  off	  my	  neck	  and	  jump	  into	  the	  river.	  I	  could	  swim	  under	  
the	  water	  and	  escape	  the	  fire	  of	  their	  guns.	  I	  could	  reach	  the	  other	  side	  of	  the	  river	  and	  get	  
home	  through	  the	  forest.	  My	  house	  is	  outside	  of	  their	  military	  area,	  and	  my	  wife	  and	  children	  
are	  safe	  there.	  I	  would	  be,	  too…"	  
While	  these	  thoughts	  raced	  through	  the	  prisoner's	  mind,	  the	  captain	  gave	  the	  soldiers	  the	  
order	  to	  hang	  him.	  A	  soldier	  quickly	  obeyed.	  He	  made	  the	  rope	  firm	  around	  the	  prisoner's	  
neck.	  Then	  he	  dropped	  him	  through	  a	  hole	  in	  the	  bridge.	  

As	  the	  prisoner	  fell,	  everything	  seemed	  black	  and	  empty.	  But	  then	  he	  felt	  a	  sharp	  pain	  in	  his	  
neck	  and	  could	  not	  breathe.	  There	  were	  terrible	  pains	  running	  from	  his	  neck	  down	  through	  
his	  body,	  his	  arms	  and	  his	  legs.	  He	  could	  not	  think.	  He	  could	  only	  feel,	  a	  feeling	  of	  living	  in	  a	  
world	  of	  pain.	  
Then,	  suddenly,	  he	  heard	  a	  noise…something	  falling	  into	  the	  water.	  There	  was	  a	  big	  sound	  in	  
his	  ears.	  Everything	  around	  him	  was	  cold	  and	  dark.	  Now	  he	  could	  think.	  He	  believed	  the	  rope	  
had	  broken	  and	  that	  he	  was	  in	  the	  river.	  
But	  the	  rope	  was	  still	  around	  his	  neck,	  and	  his	  hands	  were	  tied.	  He	  thought:	  "How	  funny.	  How	  
funny	  to	  die	  of	  hanging	  at	  the	  bottom	  of	  a	  river!"	  Then	  he	  felt	  his	  body	  moving	  up	  to	  the	  top	  of	  
the	  water.	  
The	  prisoner	  did	  not	  know	  what	  he	  was	  doing.	  But	  his	  hands	  reached	  the	  rope	  on	  his	  neck	  
and	  tore	  it	  off.	  
Now	  he	  felt	  the	  most	  violent	  pain	  he	  had	  ever	  known.	  He	  wanted	  to	  put	  the	  rope	  back	  on	  his	  
neck.	  He	  tried	  but	  could	  not.	  His	  hands	  beat	  the	  water	  and	  pushed	  him	  up	  to	  the	  top.	  His	  head	  
came	  out	  of	  the	  water.	  The	  light	  of	  the	  sun	  hurt	  his	  eyes.	  His	  mouth	  opened,	  and	  he	  swallowed	  
air.	  It	  was	  too	  much	  for	  his	  lungs.	  He	  blew	  out	  the	  air	  with	  a	  scream.	  
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Now	  the	  prisoner	  could	  think	  more	  clearly.	  All	  his	  senses	  had	  returned.	  They	  were	  even	  
sharper	  than	  before.	  He	  heard	  sounds	  he	  never	  heard	  before	  -‐-‐	  that	  no	  man's	  ears	  ever	  heard	  
-‐-‐	  the	  flying	  wings	  of	  small	  insects,	  the	  movement	  of	  a	  fish.	  His	  eyes	  saw	  more	  than	  just	  the	  
trees	  along	  the	  river.	  They	  saw	  every	  leaf	  on	  the	  trees.	  And	  they	  saw	  the	  thin	  lines	  in	  the	  
leaves.	  
And	  he	  saw	  the	  bridge,	  with	  the	  wall	  at	  one	  end.	  He	  saw	  the	  soldiers	  and	  the	  captain	  on	  the	  
bridge.	  They	  shouted,	  and	  they	  pointed	  at	  him.	  They	  looked	  like	  giant	  monsters.	  As	  he	  looked,	  
he	  heard	  gunfire.	  Something	  hit	  the	  water	  near	  his	  head.	  Now	  there	  was	  a	  second	  shot.	  He	  
saw	  one	  soldier	  shooting	  at	  him.	  

He	  knew	  he	  had	  to	  get	  to	  the	  forest	  and	  escape.	  He	  heard	  an	  officer	  call	  to	  the	  other	  soldiers	  to	  
shoot.	  

The	  prisoner	  went	  down	  into	  the	  river,	  deep,	  as	  far	  as	  he	  could.	  The	  water	  made	  a	  great	  noise	  
in	  his	  ears,	  but	  he	  heard	  the	  shots.	  
As	  he	  came	  up	  to	  the	  top	  again,	  he	  saw	  the	  bullets	  hit	  the	  water.	  Some	  of	  them	  touched	  his	  
face	  and	  hands.	  

One	  even	  fell	  into	  the	  top	  of	  his	  shirt.	  He	  felt	  the	  heat	  of	  the	  bullet	  on	  his	  back.	  
When	  his	  head	  came	  out	  of	  the	  water	  for	  air,	  he	  saw	  that	  he	  was	  farther	  away	  from	  the	  
soldiers.	  And	  he	  began	  swimming	  strongly.	  

As	  he	  swam,	  the	  soldiers	  fired	  their	  rifles.	  Then	  
they	  fired	  their	  cannon	  at	  him.	  But	  nothing	  hit	  
him.	  Then,	  suddenly,	  he	  could	  not	  swim.	  He	  
was	  caught	  in	  a	  whirlpool	  which	  kept	  turning	  
him	  around	  and	  around.	  This	  was	  the	  end,	  he	  
thought.	  Then,	  just	  as	  suddenly	  as	  it	  had	  caught	  
him,	  the	  whirlpool	  lifted	  him	  and	  threw	  him	  
out	  of	  the	  river.	  He	  was	  on	  land!	  
He	  kissed	  the	  ground.	  He	  looked	  around	  him.	  
There	  was	  a	  pink	  light	  in	  the	  air.	  The	  wind	  

seemed	  to	  make	  music	  as	  it	  blew	  through	  the	  
trees.	  He	  wanted	  to	  stay	  there.	  But	  the	  cannon	  

fired	  again,	  and	  he	  heard	  the	  bullets	  above	  his	  head.	  He	  got	  up	  and	  ran	  into	  the	  forest.	  At	  last,	  
he	  found	  a	  road	  toward	  his	  house.	  It	  was	  a	  wide,	  straight	  road.	  Yet	  it	  looked	  like	  a	  road	  that	  
never	  had	  any	  travelers	  on	  it.	  No	  farms.	  No	  houses	  on	  its	  sides,	  only	  tall	  black	  trees.	  

In	  the	  tall	  black	  trees,	  the	  prisoner	  heard	  strange	  voices.	  Some	  of	  them	  spoke	  in	  words	  that	  he	  
could	  not	  understand.	  

His	  neck	  began	  to	  hurt.	  When	  he	  touched	  it,	  it	  felt	  very	  large.	  His	  eyes	  hurt	  so	  much	  that	  he	  
could	  not	  close	  them.	  His	  feet	  moved,	  but	  he	  could	  not	  feel	  the	  road.	  
As	  he	  walked,	  he	  was	  in	  a	  kind	  of	  sleep.	  Now,	  half-‐awake,	  half	  asleep,	  he	  found	  himself	  at	  the	  
door	  of	  his	  house.	  His	  lovely	  wife	  ran	  to	  him.	  Ah,	  at	  last.	  
He	  put	  his	  arms	  about	  his	  beautiful	  wife.	  And	  just	  then,	  he	  felt	  a	  terrible	  pain	  in	  the	  back	  of	  his	  
neck.	  All	  around	  him	  there	  was	  a	  great	  white	  light	  and	  the	  sound	  of	  a	  cannon.	  And	  
then…then…darkness	  and	  silence.	  
The	  prisoner	  was	  dead.	  His	  neck	  was	  broken.	  His	  body	  hung	  at	  the	  end	  of	  a	  rope.	  It	  kept	  
swinging	  from	  side	  to	  side.	  Swinging	  gently	  under	  a	  hole	  in	  Owl	  Creek	  Bridge.	  

Civil	  War	  troops	  and	  cannon	  	  
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Words	  in	  This	  Story	  

swift	  -‐	  adj.	  moving	  or	  able	  to	  move	  very	  fast	  
scream	  -‐	  n.	  a	  loud	  and	  high	  cry	  or	  sound	  

cannon	  -‐	  n.	  a	  large	  gun	  that	  shoots	  heavy	  metal	  or	  stone	  balls	  and	  that	  was	  once	  a	  common	  
military	  weapon	  

whirlpool	  -‐	  n.	  an	  area	  of	  water	  in	  a	  river,	  stream,	  etc.,	  that	  moves	  very	  fast	  in	  a	  circle	  
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